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As you know during the summer months we will take up the stories of biblical characters who, in their own way, live lives of uncommon courage.  As we gather this morning on a day set aside to honor Fathers, I acknowledge that it takes courage to be a father.  It takes courage to hold a newborn life in your hand and to know for many years to come that child will look to you for guidance and support.  It takes courage to hold and courage to let go when the time comes for that child to take his or her first steps as a toddler, a teenager, or as an untested young adult entering the world on their own terms for the very first time.  Yes, it takes courage because as the poet Gibran says, “You may give them your love but not your thoughts, for they have their own thoughts.  You may house their bodies but not their souls for their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.”  Yes, it takes courage to be a father, to launch a child’s spirit into a realm where you cannot be.  And, on this Father’s day we praise God for each and every father in this place, and we pay tribute also to those men who have and who do serve as a father figure in the lives of children who are not your own.  Fatherhood is not for wimps, and we honor fathers for your love, your discipline, and your courage.

The father in our story this morning is a father of courage as well.  I have heard it said that he gathered up his courage and gathered up his son and brought him to Jesus.  I have heard it said that it took courage to push pass all of those people who sneered and scoffed at him for trusting this man who called himself the messiah.  I have heard it said that it took courage for him to come up to the disciples and ask for help.  In the Gospel of Matthew he falls to his knees and begs for help and in the book written by Luke he tells the master that this son who is so sick is his only child.  I have heard it said that it took courage for this father to come and seek what his son so desperately needed.  But these actions are not the source of the Father’s courage.  
No the source of this Father’s courage is located in such an extraordinary place that if we are not careful we will miss it.  Now you will have to bear with me for just a moment because the thought that came to me in prayer and in preparation, the thought I wish to convey this morning, is not captured by the translation we read.  No, Today’s English Version does not render the Greek in a precise enough way to get to the point I really want to make.  But here is why I will offer the argument that the father of Mark 9 is a man of courage.  You see each time I prepare to stand in this place I read the text for the day out of several translations.  This allows me to hear the voice of the text as understood by different interpreters, across different eras, and in different settings.  The Bible I use for this portion of my study is a parallel bible.  On each facing page there are eight different translations of the same text, and for this morning, I read a couple additional versions as well.  Eight out of 10 translations I read, The Jerusalem Bible, the King James Bible, the Phillips Modern English Bible, The Revised Standard Bible, the New Revised Standard Bible, the New International Version, the New English Bible, and The Amplified Bible; eight out of ten translations of the Mark 9 text render the Father’s response to Jesus’ question, “How long has he been like this?” in the same way.  After the father tells Jesus his son has been like this from a child.  After the father describes the son’s sickness as a disease that seizes him and throws him into the fire or into the water, after he tells the one who asks that this malady seems intent on killing his son, after all of this, the father utters one transitional word, and I believe embedded in that word is source and the evidence of his uncommon courage.  The son’s father uses one word and that word is, but.  The father says, but if you can do anything, have pity on us and help us.  
The Father’s courage is found in the beautifully precise use of the preposition “but”.  Now, don’t give up on me yet.  And if you can not buy this proposition just rent it for the next ten minutes.  Grammarians in the congregation will tell you that when the preposition “but” is used to begin a sentence the intent of its placement is to negate or lessen what has come before.  In other words, the preposition but becomes a fulcrum, or a tipping point.  That which came before descends into the lower position and that which comes after is raised to a superior position.  That which comes after the word “but” has more veracity, more power, is more important and takes precedent over that which comes before.  

If I say I like ice cream, but cake is my favorite, I elevate cake over ice cream.  If I say the party was wonderful but I love long evenings at home, though the party may have indeed been wonderful my preference for long evenings at home is made clear.

The Father is saying the source of my courage is I know that I can stand on the word but with you Jesus.  Yes, my son is sick but if you can do anything to help us, please have pity on us.  My son is sick but if you can the sickness will be over, but if you can he will be made well, but if you can that which was before in my son’s life will have less veracity, less power, and be less important than what will come after.  
And this father is not the first writer or speaker in the biblical text to use the preposition but to bracket what was before and bring to the fore what will come after.  
· The Psalmist tells us, Weeping may endure for a night but joy comes in the morning.  (Psalm 30:5)

· The prophet Isaiah wants us to know, Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fail; but those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.   (Isaiah 40: 30-31).

· In Paul’s letter to the church at Rome he notes, For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  (Romans 6:23)

· And in his letter to the out of control church at Corinth Paul says, We have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us. We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.   (II Corinthians 4:7-9) 
The word or phrase that comes after the word “but” is the most important; it is the thing that is the most true, and in instances when the thing that comes after the “but” is a statement of hope, I believe it can be the source and the evidence of uncommon courage.  

For when the  Father looks into the face of the situation, when he sees that there is no way out, when he acknowledges that the bitter is before him and his son’s difficulty is destined to continue if it is left up to the power he has; when he can stand in the midst of this circumstance and say; yes I know this is difficult, yes I know this is trouble but I will not give up, but I will not give in, because I know the God I serve is with me and will be with me to the end, then this father stands in a place where the preposition “but” creates a place of determination, creates a place of power, creates a place of perseverance and makes of the one who stands in that place a person of uncommon courage.

As we sit in the beauty of our sanctuary celebrating Father’s Day by remembering the father of Mark 9, our world is in need of more fathers who have the courage to willingly and purposefully place the preposition but between the contemporary circumstances of and the upcoming opportunities for their children, and indeed all children.  Some fathers must be willing to say my children are grown and doing well, but I am going to continue to pray for their lives and their success even more fervently that I do now.   Other fathers must choose to acknowledge, my children are grown and not doing so well, but God has not given up on them and neither shall I.  There are fathers among us who find their selves placing a but in a sentence like this, my children are young and our culture seems bent on making them consumers of things, of making them human doings instead of human beings, but with God’s help I will fill them with love and confidence and a sense of themselves as a child of God and as a giver of good things to the world.  
The father in our text positioned the preposition but between what had been and what he wanted to be and just like the father in the text, God, our heavenly parent also places that preposition in a position to help us in our lives.  God in heaven looks down at you and me and says these are my people, my handiwork displayed.  They will not pray as they should, but when they call I will answer for I have loved them with an everlasting love.  My sons and my daughters are not doing as well as I had hoped but I will not give up on them, for they are the apple of my eye.  Those who I send the sun to shine on do not acknowledge me, but I acknowledge them with life, breath, and hope for I long to know them better and to have a deeper relationship with them.   
We need people who like the Father in our text, who like our heavenly Father, have the courage to look at any situation and to say but.  
Now you might ask, how do we develop this courage?  The father in our text offers us three suggestions.  If we are going to be courageous fathers, courageous mothers, courageous people we must tell the truth of our situations.  Whether we seek to be courageous in our homes, on our jobs, in our church, or as citizens of the world; we must speak truth about what surrounds us.  The father told the truth about his child and we must tell the truth about our situations.  And let’s be clear, in an era when truth is at a premium, when obfuscating fact has reached new height, we can fall out of the practice of evaluating and telling the truth about that we see.  The father speaks truth as a first step in his uncommon courage and so must we.   

Then the second thing he does is what distinguishes the courage of this father from the courage of others in the world.  He brings his truth, he brings his perseverance; he brings his determination to Jesus.  When we are courageous enough to see the truth of our settings we must bring that truth to Jesus for in his words are life, in God’s words there is power.  In God’s word there is hope.  Like the father of our text we must bring our truth to God, bring it in prayer, in fasting, in meditation, in study; and when we do the God we serve will enable us to position that preposition between what has been and what is going to be.  The second thing the father in Mark 9 does is, in faith, he comes to the Savior.  Like the closing hymn we will sing we must turn our eyes upon Jesus; look full in his wonderful face; that is exactly what the Father did as he developed, as he deepened his courage.  That is what we must do.  

And finally the Father of our text admits that to become courageous is a process.  He sees and speaks the truth of his situation, he comes to the Savior and he cries out both I believe and help my unbelief.  He models for us the process of developing an uncommon courage.  It does not come all at once, it ebbs and flows; it is part of a cycle. Sometimes our courage flows like the mightiest of rivers and sometimes it appears as the driest of deserts.  But in either case just like the Father of this morning’s text we must openly and honestly struggles as to develop and deepen our courage.  And the text tells us that Jesus received the request of the Father and because of who our Savior is, because he died that we might have life, because he loves us with an everlasting love, Jesus will receive us well, and walk with us through a process of becoming more and more courageous.

This morning, this Father’s day, we honor fathers but we also honor every heart that is turned toward God seeking to be more and more courageous.  We invite you to be like the Father in the text, for to be courageous requires that we see our circumstances for what they are, come in prayer and in study to the one who has the power to help us and be willing to engage in the process of becoming courageous.   The prophet Isaiah (43:1) gives us a glimpse of why we can do so when he declares, “But now thus says the LORD, he who created you . . .he who formed you . . . do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”   You, right there God is saying you are mine and I need you to have uncommon courage in this day and time.  

Let us pray.
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